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Ansel Adams's 
Eucalyptus 
Tree, Fort Ross: 
Nature, Photography, and the Search for California 
By Adam Arenson 
As Ansel Adams prepared for the exhibition of 
his Singular Images at the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art in 1974, he looked back over his illustrious 
career and complained. "Curator after curator had 
chosen the same small group of landscapes," he 
wrote. Approaching the Met exhibition, Adams 
argued that "I wanted this show to have a broader 
perspective, to show some of my portraits and a 
sizable excerpt of my work with Polaroid Land 
materials, a project that I had followed for over 
twenty years." And so he presented fifty-two 
practically unknown images?portraits, profiles 
of urban architecture, extreme close-ups. Amongst 
these gems of the mature Adams oeuvre, one 
remarkable photograph stands out: Eucalyptus 
Tree, Fort Ross, California (1969).1 
In this vertical photograph, more portrait than 
landscape, the stately eucalyptus dominates the 
frame. Adams the modernist was of course drawn 
to the interplay of light and shade; the tree's 
gnarls and wrinkles, roots and drooping branch 
es, give the photograph its rich texture. Breadth 
predominates, but a shadow of wispy branches 
falls into the top edges, suggesting height. In the 
background, two fences converse: At right, the 
tall boards of the stockade bespeak strength? 
they are hewn thick and topped with edges sharp 
?while at left, the undulating pattern of a gar 
den fence speaks softly of pastoral dreams and 
boasts of its barn, behind. The eucalyptus's trunk, 
twisted, gives testimony to the offshore whispers 
of the sea breeze coming up from the cove. 
The image thus has all the line play and technical 
mastery that one expects of an Ansel Adams 
photograph. Formally divided into thirds, the 
image presents the eucalyptus as magician, turn 
ing the large fence into the small behind its bulk. 
(In actuality, the stockade reaches a corner here, 
and continues in a line behind the trunk.) Taken 
in black and white, there is a timelessness to the 
photograph, suggesting the scene of 1809, when 
the Russian fur traders, the promyshleniki, arrived 
to this coast, to its redwood forest. It suggests 1873, 
the year an American farmer and his Chilean 
wife moved onto the property. And it brings to 
mind Adams's own history, and the photo 
graphs offences, trees, and roots that filled his 
first show in the East, at "An American Place," 
Alfred Stieglitz's gallery in 1936. Then, Adams 
presented images of his native California, urban 
Sixty-seven years old and famous enough, Ansel 
Adams had stopped taking photographs regularly 
by 1969. Yet this Polaroid, a tourist image of a 
state park, holds within it the puzzle of place that 
is California: a visual history of Australian trees, 
a Russian fort, and a once-Spanish territory. 
Hinting at the gold rush and the redwoods, this 
image combines Adams's admiration of the birth of 
nature photography with his growing environmen 
tal consciousness. 
Ansel Adams, Eucalyptus Tree, Fort Ross, California, 
Polaroid print, 1969. Courtesy of Ansel Adams Publishing 
Rights Trust. 
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and unpeopled, taken less than an hour's drive 
from Fort Ross.2 In 1936, Adams's wilderness 
work was still mostly in the future; by 1969, such 
a scene had other overtones. 
Beyond beautiful aesthetics, the meanings in 
landscape photographs have been hard to fathom. 
Art historian Martin Berger has begun to take a 
critical view of the "white sight" of American 
landscape photographers, arguing that the early 
American landscape portraitists?he explicitly 
Adams the modernist was of course 
drawn to the interplay of light and 
shade; the tree's gnarls and wrinkles, 
roots and drooping branches, give the 
photograph its rich texture. 
mentions Carleton Watkins, who will return in 
this study?used their prints to privilege a white, 
masculine view of wilderness. Berger argues that 
these photographs solidified the Eastern view 
of Western vistas, linking these spaces to a 
frontier narrative, leaving all to be interpreted in 
line with national priorities.3 In this light, a 
radical way to read this photograph?its blocked 
views, the fence of a military garrison?is to think 
about the events of 1969 and imagine in this 
photograph the subtle protest of an "admittedly 
conservative liberal," as art historian Sally Stein 
has described Adams. In the midst of fighting in 
Vietnam, the Summer of Love, and the growth 
of American wilderness tourism, Adams may 
have been reacting not only to his own develop 
ing legacy but the charged politics of the mo 
ment. A brooding resignation, which flickers 
through this image, may suggest a failure to 
express an alternative?a feeling that may add to 
the image's success.4 
Such a political reading may be seductive, even 
stylish, and the setting of a Russian fort at the 
height of the Cold War is suggestive. Adams him 
self described the Met exhibition as occurring 
amidst "grave problems?Vietnam, racism, Nixon, 
drugs, and so forth," though the "gentle crusader" 
(another critic's moniker) found the audience 
incredulous when he proposed facing these chal 
lenges by "[being] concerned about photography 
as well as about the human condition."5 Adams's 
photographs were thus more global than specific, 
but there remains a politics and even more so a 
history to these images. 
This essay considers its puzzle of place.6 The 
photograph Eucalyptus Tree, Fort Ross, California 
provides a visual history of the connections be 
tween Australian trees, a Russian fort, and 
once-Spanish territory. Though Adams never 
spoke publicly about this photograph, I argue 
that Eucalyptus Tree, Fort Ross is a particularly 
good image to unravel Ansel Adams's environ 
mental consciousness as well as Adams's unique 
embrace of the history and imagery of his native 
state, California. 
Eucalyptus Tree, Fort Ross, California shows a trio 
of immigrants, the first of whom has left. The 
fence at right is the original stockade of Fort Ross, 
its redwood planks lumbered from the coastal 
hills in the furthest background. Ask a Californian 
fourth-grader about this northern Californian 
noteworthy, and you will hear, "While Junipero 
Serra and the Spanish were setting up missions 
in California, the Russians landed north of San 
Francisco, and set up Fort Ross. Ross comes from 
rus, or 'Russian,' and they were after 'furs.'" The 
"furs" were sea otter pelts, but otherwise the geo 
politics of the situation are right: The Porno people 
of this region faced Russian rather than Spanish 
conquest, with an outpost constructed in 1812 to 
warn off the friars. Like many California histories, 
the Porno thus met the Western narrative from 
the east, not overland. As anthropologist James 
Clifford has written, "the fact of Fort Ross helps 
dislodge a dominant 'American' history, making 
room for other stories, other discoveries and ori 
gins." The Russians?east of their home ports, 
and south of their established forts in Alaska? 
saw Fort Ross as west of nothing in particular.7 
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Carleton Watkins' mammoth-plate prints (more than fifteen by twenty inches) 
attempt to grapple with the enormity of a giant redwood: a tree more than two 
hundred feet tall, thirty-one feet across, and more than 2,500 years old. The men 
Watkins placed at its base, to give a sense of scale, hardly appear. Watkins' pho 
tographs of Mariposa Grove advertise the presence of something altogether new 
in the visual landscape of the United States. What better place to test the power 
of the camera, to show this tall tale to be true? 
Carleton E. Watkins, Grizzly Giant, Mariposa Grove, 33 Feet Diameter, albumen silver 
print, 1861. Courtesy of Botany Library, Harvard University. 
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After a few seasons of overhunting, the Russian 
soldier-traders and their eighty captive Aleut otter 
hunters found the search for pelts off northern 
California to be a bust. Having notched their pro 
gress in the local wood, the Russians turned Fort 
Ross into a lumber depot and farm, supplying all 
of Russian America. As the effects of overhunt 
ing spread north, however, the Russians lost in 
terest in the area generally; the former Spanish 
rivals in the region, now independent Mexicans, 
were courted as purchasers for the fort. Mariano 
Vallejo, comandante-general of the Mexican state 
of Alta California, placed a bid, but it was reject 
ed when he could not find the necessary funds. 
The buildings and the stockade went instead to 
a Swiss immigrant, one John Sutter. Sutter's 
mill on the Sacramento would be world famous 
within the decade.8 
Sutter is thus a convenient bridge from Californian 
to American history. With word of GOLD!, the 
forty-niners came into the rapidly transformed 
territory, entering San Francisco Bay under the 
watch of American soldiers stationed at the for 
merly Spanish presidio, or fort, on the bluff. The 
miners swarmed the landscape. Their goal was 
to get into the hills and stake a claim. New rivers, 
new mountain ranges, new marvels appeared in 
American eyes. Miners desperate for wood to fire 
their engines found a different sort of mother 
lode when, in 1852, they came upon the first of 
the giant trees, taller and wider than any European 
men had seen.9 
The broad eucalyptus tree speaks of massiveness 
?its bulk is exaggerated by Adams's cropping. 
Adams has deliberately made this large, twisted 
tree the center of attention. This, too, evokes his 
tory, for the iconic photographs of early California 
are full of great trees. But the low height of the 
first branches reveals this tree to be an im 
migrant. Its dominance of the frame, however, 
does suggest the Grizzly Giant, the treasure of 
the Mariposa Grove, the first, the most remark 
able of those tall trees, the giant redwoods, to 
which Carleton Watkins brought his camera a 
century before.10 
With gold found just after the Mexican cession 
was completed, the newly American San Francisco 
flourished. Between the mining-supply stores and 
the demimonde of drink and women, art and 
culture developed. Miners soon opened an opera 
house, founded library associations, and held ex 
hibitions, where that newest of marvels, the pho 
tographs of the wet-plate camera, attracted atten 
tion and garnered some of the newfound wealth. 
Panoramas of the miners' adopted city could be 
viewed and purchased: images of ships rotting 
in the bay reminded them of where they had come 
from, and images of the gold fields kept the prom 
ise of a fortune on their mind. One historian 
boasts that, in the decade before the Civil War, 
San Francisco was the most photographed city 
in the world.11 
Carleton Watkins was one of those photographers. 
Born in Oneonta, New York, in 1829, he had 
come to San Francisco in the third year of the 
gold rush and set to work documenting its impact 
on the city streets and the mountain streams of 
northern California. Following the news of the 
giant trees, Watkins accompanied survey men 
into the Sierras. There were roaring waterfalls 
and craggy heights in Yosemite Valley, and inex 
plicably, right alongside, there were giant trees. 
The men wondered aloud. It was as if something 
primeval had lingered here, and made things 
larger, more monumental. They could hardly 
believe their eyes?so what better place to test 
the power of the camera, to document the unbe 
lievable, to show this tall tale to be true?12 
Part of the Trunk of the "Grizzly Giant" w/ Clark, 
Mariposa Grove, 33 Feet Diameter, and its compan 
ion, Grizzly Giant, are among the most famous 
of these early Watkins photographs. Taken in 
1861, the 15-V x 20-V print attempts to grapple 
with the enormity of the tree: over two hundred 
feet tall, more than thirty-one feet across, more 
than 2,500 years old. Unlike Adams's immigrant 
eucalyptus, here the first branch appears ninety 
five feet above the ground, and it measures six 
feet in diameter. In Grizzly Giant, the full-scale 
portrait, Watkins stands far enough back to take 
in the entire tree, the thick trunk and tree-sized 
L^f- California History 
volume 82 / number 4 / 2005 
This content downloaded from 129.108.9.184 on Sun, 4 Jan 2015 23:44:57 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions
_____^__k^^___________P__P__________ffi 
^^^^^Hfii99^^^^^^^^^^^^^^E|H_9___i 
i^9__G_______-_-______________!____-____^ 
''^__-_________P___Bi______?_!__^ 
"^Jfl_H__.__-_H 
!* f J ,ffSl_________S^^_K_ifi _^ v__E^____P__r^ 
_? ________H_BH______ Vf^B_3-B_^ /__-__B__^_______________________________^_______________________H 
:^'__._____i__J________B^ 
___tf___9_______B__^_____________________________________^______________ 
However improbable the result, this photograph is an attempt to take the 
giant redwood on human terms. Galen Clark, guardian of Yosemite who 
named the Mariposa Grove, almost disappears between the folds of the 
tree's base. Such inversions of normal scale might have inspired Lewis 
Carroll, who that year told Alice of a quite similar wonderland. The photo 
graph's similar massing and partition of the frame suggest that Adams may 
have used it as a model. 
Carleton E. Watkins, Part of the Trunk of the "Grizzly Giant" w/ Clark, Mari 
posa Grove, 33 Feet Diameter, albumen silver print, 1861. Courtesy of the 
California Historical Society. 
*5 
This content downloaded from 129.108.9.184 on Sun, 4 Jan 2015 23:44:57 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions
branches advertising the presence of something 
altogether new in the visual landscape of the 
United States. The men Watkins placed at its 
base, to give a sense of scale, hardly appear.13 
Part of the Trunk is, however improbable the 
result, an attempt to take the giant redwood on 
human terms. The tree's roots fill the bottom 
third of the frame, and the tree's bulk takes out 
Carleton Watkins accompanied sur 
vey men into the Sierras. There were 
roaring waterfalls and craggy heights 
in Yosemite Valley, and inexplicably 
right alongside, there were giant trees. 
The men wondered aloud. It was as 
if some-thing primeval had lingered 
here, and made things larger, more 
monumental. 
the middle swath. A stand of younger redwood 
and pine screen the background, making this 
image, despite its horizontal orientation, more 
about implied height than depth. The sunlight is 
dappled, and the bark's texture stands in 
focus, grabbing the viewer's attention. The sub 
ject of the photograph could have been "Clark" 
himself: Galen Clark, a Yankee settler turned 
guardian of Yosemite who discovered and named 
the Mariposa Grove and guided the efforts of 
Watkins, John Muir, and others, to publicize 
and preserve the trees from his waystation among 
them. Yet, posed with rifle and traveling pouch, 
reduced to "Clark," Galen almost disappears 
between the folds of the tree's base. This is a 
giant portrait?for giant trees. The impact, to 
recover an overused word, was monumental. 
Such inversions of scale, half a world away, might 
have inspired Lewis Carroll, who that year had 
begun to tell stories to his beloved Alice, to make 
her tower over the landscape or disappear down 
into trees.14 
Though other San Francisco photographers also 
went east into the hills to capture the giant red 
woods, Watkins was notable not only for his 
artistry, but also for his access to the East. As 
early as December 1862, Watkins' images were 
on display at Goupil's Gallery in New York, where 
two young artists, Albert Bierstadt and FitzHugh 
Ludlow, saw them. Bierstadt and Ludlow imme 
diately decided to extend their planned trip across 
America further west to reach these strange lands. 
Similarly, Watkins is a clear influence on Adams's 
work. He is like a long-lost friend, as Adams had 
assured the reintroduction of Watkins and his 
San Francisco contemporaries to art history 
through a 1940 Palace of Fine Arts exhibit. 
Though in his career Watkins went on to document 
the changed landscape of the West?photograph 
ing hillsides liquefied by hydraulic mining, and 
doing contract work for agricultural boosters in 
the California Southland?it is these early "first 
views" that seem to hold sway in Adams's mind.15 
In these early photographs, California was the 
wonderland. Eucalyptus Tree, Fort Ross feeds on 
the monumentality of the first views: Adams also 
shows a "part of the trunk," with its roots empha 
sized on a similarly shallow foreground. The 
screen of trees in Watkins' photograph is mir 
rored by the wooden fences in Adams's, and the 
figure of Clark by the human structure, the barn. 
The places they depict lay a day's drive apart in 
the northern California wilderness. The redwood 
fort and the giant redwood mark out California's 
history. Yet the homegrown redwoods have been 
replaced by the immigrant eucalyptus. 
With the decimation of the local Native American 
populations and the boom of the gold rush, Cali 
fornia became a state of newcomers. Ansel Adams's 
grandfather came to seek his fortune?and so, 
in a different way, did the eucalyptus. The immi 
grant eucalyptus arrived with the others, from the 
east, to San Francisco, in the mad rush for gold 
in the 1850s. Like the Russian quest for furs, the 
tree's connection to European exploration in the 
Pacific began a century before. Captain James 
Cook had landed in the trees' native Australia in 
'O California History volume 82 / number 4 / 2005 
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In 1873, George Washington Call and family bought Fort Ross. They took 
pains to care for the redwood structures, turning the Rotchev House into the 
Fort Ross Hotel and promoting the fort as a tourist destination. One morn 
ing in 1886, Frank B. Rodolph led a party of tourists up from Oakland, 
recording some of the early photographs of the fort before the eucalypts were 
planted. Rodolph, a stationer and commercial photographer, traveled through 
California with a Bay Area group who called themselves "the Merry Tramps" 
(see California History, 82, 2) taking photographs of their recreation and 
leisure activities. With men peeking out from the cupola and women in 
proper Victorian dress lounging at the doorway, Fort Ross was becoming a 
place to visit California history. 
Courtesy of the Bancroft Library. 
17 
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The 1935-36 California Pacific International Exposition was a Depression-era 
chance to promote San Diego and the marvels of touring by automobile. Amidst 
fanciful Spanish colonial architecture were the newly mature eucalypts, which 
had come to be seen as distinctively Californian. The juxtapositions continued 
as Ansel Adams brought snow to the sunshine: Commissioned by the Yosemite 
Park g[ Curry Co., Adams had installed a photomural of Half Dome, Orchard, 
Winter, Yosemite National Park inside the Standard Oil Company's Tower to 
the Sun pavilion. 
Standard Oil Company's Tower to the Sun pavilion, postcard, [1935]. Courtesy of San Diego 
Historical Society. 
1778, and by 1789 the curious specimens he sent 
back to Europe had received their Greek name 
from the French. A boutique plant, an ornament, 
a curiosity?at least until the acclimatizers took 
an interest, in the mid-nineteenth century.16 
In an early sort of conservation, a generation of 
botanists and tree enthusiasts sought to reforest 
areas that had been logged, and bring the serene, 
Romantic bounty of forests to "barren" areas. The 
watchword was acclimatization, bringing species 
from similar climates and aggressively introduc 
ing them in order to change the landscape?per 
manently. The eucalyptus, with its more than 
three hundred varieties, was the paragon in this 
tale of biological immigration. By 1870 eucalypts 
could be found rimming the Mediterranean and 
shading the U.S. Gulf Coast. California received 
a double dose of the eucalyptus mania, as accli 
matizers saw the scrubby chaparral of southern 
California as the place to create an Australian 
wilderness, while in northern California, tall, 
supposedly sturdy varieties were chosen, with a 
keen eye to replace logged redwoods as a source 
of timber. George Perkins Marsh, the mentor of 
the movement, wrote in the revised edition of 
Man and Nature that "if we may credit late reports, 
the growth of the eucalyptus is so rapid in Cali 
fornia, that the child is perhaps now born who will 
see the tallest sequoia overlapped by the new 
vegetable emigrant from Australia." As it turns 
lO California History volume 82 / number 4 / 2005 
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out, that never happened. From confusion over 
seeds to misunderstanding about what eucalypts 
could and could not be to Californians, the rise 
and fall of acclimatizers and their successors, hawk 
ing the tree as panacea, is a rich tale. Yet, in this 
photograph, it was a success; Adams has substi 
tuted the blue gum for Watkins' giant redwood.17 
As to this eucalyptus?the specifics of this tree, 
in this place?the best evidence points to it being 
planted at the height of the California eucalyptus 
craze at the very end of the nineteenth century. 
The tree is actually part of a series of eucalypts, 
planted along the road from the fort up to the 
ranch house. On the day the seed was planted, it 
may have been Australia returning a favor. Luther 
Burbank, the southern Californian hybridist, vis 
ited the fort in 1900, vacationing from his work 
developing a spineless cactus for the Australian 
outback. Burbank stayed in the hotel maintained 
on the property by Ohio-born entrepreneur George 
Washington Call and his Chilean-born wife, 
Mercedes Leiva, and their 14 children.18 
The story of Call and his wife marks another mi 
gration, another change in the land of Fort Ross. 
Out to seek his fortune in a boat in the Pacific, 
Call represented the generation of miners after 
1849 wr10 tracked mineral rushes across the globe 
and, like the urban pioneers before him, was one 
who traded mining for other gambles?in his case, 
ranching. In 1873, Call bought Fort Ross from 
men who had used the property for timber, and 
set out to ranch and raise crops. Call was the first 
American to care for the redwood structures of 
Fort Ross, even living in the Rotchev House, the 
Russian commanding officer's quarters, while 
building his own home just to the north. (It is 
Call's barn visible in the back of Adams's photo 
graph.) When the ranch house was complete, Call 
leased out the Rotchev as the Fort Ross Hotel, 
and played host to Burbank.19 
Burbank's visit fit within Call's plan of making 
Fort Ross into a tourist destination, where the 
combination of a colonial history and a spectacu 
lar coastline would convince Victorian visitors to 
put his privately owned history park on the map. 
Perhaps it was as part of that effort, to beautify 
lands over-timbered and over-grazed, that Call 
planted those eucalyptus trees, with or without 
the advice of his noted guest. Either way, he suc 
ceeded in adding to the property's prestige: by the 
twenty-first century, a eucalyptus down the road 
from the one Adams photographed was the larg 
est on the West Coast. It was not just Call plant 
ing these trees to attract settlers to an Edenic, 
forested paradise. These immigrants?Australian 
trees and newcomers from the East Coast?fed 
the image of California as a vacation land, a place 
to visit, to stay, to retire.20 
Tourist appeal links the redwoods, the world's 
tallest and largest trees, to this eucalyptus at Fort 
Ross. Seeing Watkins' photographs, tourists 
flocked to the groves of the giant redwoods. Call 
had the ambition to do the same for Fort Ross. 
One morning in 1886, Frank B. Rodolph led a 
party of tourists up from Oakland, recording 
some of the early photographs of the fort, before 
the eucalypts. When Call's family found tourist 
promotion too much to handle, they sold the fort 
to the California Historical Landmarks Committee, 
who did so instead. In 1906 Fort Ross became a 
state park?a state-promoted tourist spot. Because 
Call courted tourism, Fort Ross is important in 
the California stories we choose to tell. Were it not 
for tourism, it is unlikely that Ansel Adams would 
have photographed this eucalyptus. Promoted 
from among the millions of such trees, it has 
been similarly chosen by other visitors, even fea 
tured on a website travelogue. Even with Ansel 
Adams behind the Polaroid camera, the pho 
tograph is still a snapshot, a hollowed-out tourist 
image where one visitor records the presence 
of another.21 
But that hardly seems fair, to the beauty of the 
image or the close identification of eucalypts with 
California. By the time of Ansel Adams's child 
hood in San Francisco, the eucalyptus trees pop 
ulated the landscape, especially marking journeys 
to the southern half of the state. In that arid 
region?where stretches of inland desert meet 
canyons of chaparral?stubby trees, drab grasses, 
*9 
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and waxy bushes naturally dominate, all bent on 
enduring the high heat, low humidity, and 
scarcity of rainfall. A difficult environment for 
trees, perhaps, but a pleasure land for humans. 
With constant sunny days and mild temperatures 
year-round, the southern California coast became 
the nation's dream destination at the turn of the 
"Nine-tenths of the men and women 
painting here on the West Coast . . . 
all see a desert, a sunset, a moun 
tain or the sea with exactly the same 
eyes and the same minds. They are 
simply unintentionally making illus 
trations rather than creative art. I 
call it the 'eucalyptus school' of 
painting." Merle Armitage, 1928 
century, even before it attracted the moving-pic 
ture industry to its varied landscaping and per 
fect shooting weather. 
Even beyond eucalyptus, southern California was 
an acclimatizers' paradise. After the success of 
planting Australian navel oranges in the 1880s, 
new communities from Pasadena in the hills to 
Venice at the beach were planned and prospected 
?and each plot was sold with Australian seed 
lings, eucalyptus and acacia. Farmers planted 
eucalypts as windbreaks and up untillable canyons, 
hoping to prevent erosion losses. From the 
Berkeley Hills and San Francisco's Presidio to the 
groves of Irvine and the canyons of San Diego, 
the eucalyptus became a defining feature of 
California south of the redwoods. By 1935, the tree 
had gained an air of permanence. One authority 
declared, "The eucalyptus is now one of the out 
standing trees over almost any California land 
scape where trees have been planted. Many people 
fail to realize that the tree is not a native."22 
Eucalyptus trees were enshrined in the state's 
heritage that year, in the massive festivities of the 
I935"I93^ California Pacific International Exposi 
tion in San Diego's Balboa Park. The largest 
urban park in the country after New York's Cen 
tral Park, its fanciful Spanish colonial architec 
ture had been built as setting for the Panama 
California International Exposition of 1915, cele 
brating the opening of the Panama Canal and 
inviting the world to see how San Diego was an 
up-and-coming city with a spectacular natural 
harbor. By 1935, the Great Depression had 
dampened such enthusiasm, but San Diego fol 
lowed Chicago and San Francisco in trying to 
coax good times from the repeat performance of 
a successful exhibition. The Mission Revival archi 
tecture of the original fair had become iconic; the 
eucalyptus trees planted in 1915 had matured. 
The trees had come to be seen "as something 
distinctively Californian," with "cultural heritage 
already established," according to their chronicler, 
Ian Tyrrell. Their dappled bark and drooping 
branches combined with the stuccoed walls and 
red-tile roofs to create a seductively iconic? if 
completely constructed?southern California scene.23 
Among the eucalypts in the San Diego sunshine, 
the thirty-three-year-old Ansel Adams had brought 
the Yosemite winter. In the Standard Oil Company's 
Tower to the Sun pavilion?walking from the 
Plaza del Pacifico past the Foreign Nations 
Hacienda, stop before the Firestone Singing Foun 
tain and the Palace of Varied Industries ?Ansel 
Adams had installed the photograph Half Dome, 
Orchard, Winter, Yosemite National Park in a pho 
tomural 3-1/3 feet tall and 5 feet wide. Adams had 
been commissioned by the Yosemite Park & 
Curry Co. to provide the gigantic enlargement, 
which sat among various photographs and diora 
mas of national parks and monuments in the 
Standard Oil exhibit. Fewer visitors could afford 
cars in the depths of the Depression, but the fair's 
sponsors nevertheless encouraged the touristic 
drives to national treasures. Just beyond the 
Standard Oil exhibit and the Firestone Singing 
Fountain stood the Ford Building (in the shape 
of the figure eight, for the V-8 engine), where 
fairgoers could test out the newest Ford automo 
biles on the "Roads of the Pacific," constructed 
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Hanson Puthuffs Brimming Cup of Summer is unlike other plein air paintings?mostly local land 
scapes of eathery eucalypts and long ocean horizons, which critic Merle Armitage derided as "the usual 
output of pleasant calendars" and "the 'eucalyptus school' of painting." Puthuffs painting has an alle 
gorical title, a shallow foreground, and the impact of the large, twisting trees against the shimmer of the 
lake. This is a quite different eucalyptus. The rough strokes and the interplay of light and dark suggest 
importance for the trees, much as Ansel Adams would do, forty years later, on film. 
Hanson Puthuff, Brimming Cup of Summer, oil on canvas, 24 x 30", c. 1928. Courtesy of Donna Fleicher 
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down into the canyon. The automobile owner 
could drive from the eucalyptus coast of southern 
California, out to Fort Ross, past the giant red 
woods, and up to the wonders of Yosemite Valley.24 
Somewhere at the San Diego fair, amidst the eu 
calyptus, along with the Adams photograph, were 
paintings that Los Angeles art critic Merle Armitage 
despised. "Nine-tenths of the men and women 
painting here on the West Coast are grinding out 
the usual output of pleasant calendars," Armitage 
had written in 1928, with "pleasant" and "calen 
dars" intended as insults. "They all see a desert, 
a sunset, a mountain or the sea with exactly the 
same eyes and the same minds. They are simply 
unintentionally making illustrations rather than 
creative art." With derision, he provided a moniker: 
"I call it the 'eucalyptus school' of painting."25 
The group of plein air painters who Armitage 
disparaged are better know today as the California 
Impressionists, who translated the fervor for 
quick brushstrokes in France into an American 
style of landscape painting, fashioned in the open 
air and bent on capturing the play of light over 
the trees, sea, and sky of American wonderlands. 
Easterners settled in artist colonies at Pasadena, 
Laguna Beach, and San Diego from the 1890s 
onward; their local landscapes emptied of humans, 
animals, or architecture emerged from a Regionalist 
desire to find in the native landscape the subjects 
and moods for American art. The irony, of course, 
is that this was not much of a native landscape. 
The eucalypts that dominate these paintings are 
hardly more rooted in the land than the itinerant 
eastern-born painters come to capture them 
as typical.26 
By the time of the 1935 San Diego fair, the plein 
air painters were on the decline. "The combined 
forces of modernism, urban growth, and the 
California Impressionists' own repetitious output" 
eroded the status of their art, according to art 
historian Will South. But these painters had pro 
vided a dramatic reorientation of art in California. 
By consciously avoiding the Big Trees, Yosemite, 
Mt. Tamalpais, and other northern California 
icons in favor of their local landscapes, these artists, 
such as Edgar Payne and Marion Kavanagh 
Wachtel, asserted a new view. Some contempo 
raries went as far as to say this switch represented 
an opposition to tourism, and a call to environ 
mental awareness. Los Angeles Times writer Fred 
Hogue wrote in 1926 that "landscapists and genre 
painters are writing the contemporary history of 
the first half of the twentieth century in Southern 
California," for "the groves they paint will disap 
pear." Hogue, however, was fooled into thinking 
that these painters depicted "the primitive beauty" 
of areas long since transformed by eucalypts.27 
Adams's choice of a eucalyptus along the north 
ern California coast suggests a melding of this 
southern California musing on tourism and the 
environment with the earlier history of photo 
graphing Big Trees north of San Francisco. Less 
like the feathery trees Armitage derided as far 
too common, Adams's eucalyptus takes after the 
large, twisting eucalypts dominating the fore 
ground of Hanson Puthuffs Brimming Cup of 
Summer, completed in the late 1920s. The trees 
are cropped just where the leaves begin, and the 
dark palette accentuates the size and mass of the 
eucalyptus trunk. The foreground is shallow and 
roughly painted, and the background, a lake 
scene, fades to lighter colors, with the impact of 
the light on the eucalyptus trunks the most strik 
ing feature of the painting. Whether or not there 
is a direct link, as Adams walked down the grav 
el path and into grassy meadow between Fort 
Ross and the ocean, waiting for the perfect light, 
Adams selected a vista reminiscent of the Califor 
nia Impressionists' masterpieces. His noble 
grouping serves as a portrait of place, repre 
sentative of the varied landscapes and histories 
of California.28 
By 1969, sixty-seven years old and famous enough, 
Adams had stopped taking photographs regular 
ly. Yet Adams was not retired from public view. 
Every year he was more aggressive in advocat 
ing for wilderness spaces, aware of the changing 
times around him, if not always comfortable with 
them. Eucalyptus Tree, Fort Ross, California is an 
image all of wood, yet every inch shows the im 
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pact of man. So there is a politics here?less of 
counterculture and the Cold War than an environ 
mental consciousness of Ansel Adams and others 
who came to see the eucalyptus as a villain.29 
To approach the present is to follow the eucalyp 
tus to its acrid, explosive end. Some had seen 
the tree's fall early on; in 1877, amidst the clam 
oring against the Chinese, one San Francisco 
paper took on another foe, this "craze all over 
the state about the eucalyptus." Aping promoters' 
claims, the Argonaut declared that "in moderate 
quantities (say a forest a day) it will restore the 
hair to a castiron dog and reason to a partisan." 
Are you a Californian on the make? "Two or 
three trees planted along the boundary-line of a 
ranch will gradually annex the ranch adjoining, 
poisoning its owner and driving away the widow." 
Hope that tree nearby will prevent malaria? "In 
Australia, where this tree grows wild, the coun 
try is so healthy that the people have to go to New 
Zealand to commit suicide." The Argonaut noted 
gleefully, "such are a choice of the many virtues 
this abominable tree is ignorantly asserted to pos 
sess." Letting us in on the secret, the Argonaut 
announced, "of course it is utterly useless." The 
editors described how "its odor is so immatchably 
unpleasant that nothing but man can endure it. 
In point of beauty it is about as desirable as the 
scaffolding of a factory chimney." And yet, almost 
in desperation, the Argonaut observed that "this 
absurd vegetable is now growing all over this 
State. One cannot get out of its sight."30 
One hundred and twenty-five years later, accli 
matization is pseudoscience and the Argonaut 
is being vindicated. An article in a recent issue 
of Audubon Magazine listed what is now scien 
tific certainty about "America's Largest Weed": 
the eucalypts didn't cure disease; they make 
lousy lumber; they steal water from local species; 
they drive away endangered native birds; they 
create mountains of leaves and bark; their gummy 
sap causes birds to suffocate. Eucalyptus trees 
topple over. Botanists have labeled the unique 
mix of problems associated with the trees 
"eucalyptus desolation."31 
Some evils of the eucalyptus have come to pass 
more recently. Firefighters nickname eucalypts 
"gasoline trees," as their highly flammable oils, 
abundant litter, and hanging bark strips quickly 
string the fire from tree to tree and from brush 
to crown. This is by design. The eucalypts?like 
the redwoods?have evolved to use fire to repro 
duce, with each fire-exploding pod sending seeds 
in all directions. Quaint, clever, and deadly: in 
From when they marveled at redwoods 
to when they acclimatized eucalyptus 
to when they cut down the Australian 
firebombs someone had planted behind 
their homes, Californians have always 
been anxious to find an environment 
they can live with. 
1991, proud old eucalypts fueled the Oakland 
Hills fire, which killed twenty-five people, destroyed 
three thousand buildings, and has gone down as 
the most destructive "wild" fire in U.S. history. 
The ironies almost are too cruel, for many of the 
best Eucalyptus School paintings were in the 
Oakland Hills homes of University of California 
professors, and were incinerated by those trees 
they so harmlessly depicted.32 
The area of northern California from Fort Ross 
in the north to Santa Cruz in the south?a ring 
about 125 miles wide around San Francisco?has 
become the epicenter of the fight to remove the 
eucalyptus trees. The eucalypts at Fort Ross, 
given their bulk, have found their way into the 
record book and out of controversy, but in San 
Francisco, the eucalypts at the fort are under 
attack. Not stooping to call it "an absurd veg 
etable," the New York Times chronicled the efforts 
to remove a few thousand eucalypts and Monterey 
cypress. Government scientists are busy remov 
ing the trees on federal property in and around 
San Francisco?not only at the Presidio but also 
on Angel Island, in the middle of the bay, in an 
effort to revive native species.33 
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And it seems more than the Eucalyptus School 
aficionados are upset. Almost every effort to 
remove the trees has met with vocal resistance. 
In Marin County, advocates have been called 
"plant Nazis," planning a vegetal "ethnic cleans 
ing." At county meetings and in court, eucalyptus 
cough drops have been distributed and eucalyp 
tus branches waved. In statement after statement, 
individuals link the heritage of the immigrant 
eucalyptus to their own: "Plants and trees with 
out proper papers to show their pre-Mayflower 
lineage are called 'invasive exotics' and are 
wrenched from the soil to die," wrote Leland Yee, 
an ethnic Chinese member of the California State 
Assembly (who, evidently, was named for the 
railroad boss Leland Stanford). "How many of 
us," Yee asks, "are 'invasive exotics' who have 
taken root in the San Francisco soil, have thrived 
and flourished?" Universalizing the point, a sup 
porter in Marin testified that "humans aren't 
native either."34 
This foray into the fate of the eucalyptus tree in 
California may seem far afield from the consid 
eration of a photograph. But Ansel Adams under 
stood the connection. He was long active in 
debates about the direction of the Sierra Club, 
and long lent his name to the drive to create 
Redwoods National Park. And trying to discour 
age eucalyptus plantings in Marin County in the 
1970s, Adams declared that "I cannot think of a 
more tasteless undertaking than to plant trees in 
a naturally treeless area, and to impose an inter 
pretation of natural beauty on a great landscape 
that is charged with beauty and wonder, and the 
excellence of eternity."35 
From when they marveled at redwoods to when 
they acclimatized eucalyptus to when they cut 
down the Australian firebombs someone had 
planted behind their homes, Californians have 
always been anxious to find an environment they 
can live with. It is no accident that two of the 
greatest accounts of Los Angeles describe its 
"ecology of fear" and its obsession with "the 
control of nature," or that environmental historian 
William Cronon's revolutionary essay on "getting 
back to the wrong nature" evolved as he sat at the 
University of California, Irvine, while the euca 
lyptus trees of the nearby Laguna Hills burned. 
Wars for the environment have centered on the 
Fort Ross region, amidst the remaining redwood 
trees on the California coast. Activists have taken 
up residence in trees, under noms de guerre like 
"Butterfly"?or, in Spanish, mariposa, the name 
Galen Clark gave to the Grizzly Giant's grove. The 
redwood groves had once been full of monarch 
butterflies. Some of the monarchs have become 
accustomed to eucalyptus trees instead, but the 
changes the gum trees have wrought on the land 
scape are blamed in threatening the bay checker 
spot butterfly, and making the Xerces blue but 
terfly extinct. The place of California is deeply 
entwined with the fate of its natural elements? 
even while those natural places have a mark of 
human hands.36 
Cronon's point on getting back to the wrong 
nature is that we believe Ansel Adams at Yosemite 
and forget him at Fort Ross. "'Nature' is not as 
natural as it seems," Cronon writes, and parks? 
Yosemite and its redwood groves as much as 
Fort Ross and its eucalyptus?are not outside of 
history. "Far from being the one place on earth 
that stands apart from humanity," Cronon asserts, 
"[wilderness] is quite profoundly a human cre 
ation?indeed, the creation of very particular 
human cultures at very particular moments in 
human history." From the time of Carleton Watkins' 
later photographs, showing washed-out hillsides 
and about-to-be-destroyed valleys, the link between 
development and destruction has made for 
poignant art. These alterations have even affected 
national parks, as art historian Mary Sayre Haver 
stock has found, for the National Park Service 
has preserved "classic" vistas by cutting down 
disobedient vegetation.37 
With the work of Ansel Adams, we tend to assume 
we are seeing the beauty of nature untouched. 
But just like the portraits and the buildings that 
Adams brought back into the Met exhibition in 
1974, this photograph evokes other forgotten 
^^\- California History 
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characteristics: the intentioned aesthetic consid- I 
erations, the extensive technical work, and the 
sheer physical requirements upon humans to 
create these images. We cannot begin to under 
stand Half Dome, Orchard, Winter, Yosemite 
National Park and the dozens of "wilderness" 
images like it without considering the man 
behind the camera?where he is standing, how 
he got there, what he is wearing. Eucalyptus Tree, 
Fort Ross, California is still beautiful even as it 
jars the human presence back into the frame. 
The images taken by Watkins, the paintings 
of the Eucalyptus School, and the most famous 
Adams photographs have shaped the visual 
vocabulary by which we see and do not see 
things in the California landscape. Lawrence 
Buell has argued for a canon of environmentally 
sensitive works in American literature; students 
of place should be equally sensitive to how hu 
man impact constructs images of nature in 
painting, sculpture, and photography.38 An 
accretion of images, of emotions, questions of 
people and a location, their hopes, their dreams, 
their fears form the puzzle of place; in California 
?vast, sprawling, variegated?it is complex in 
deed. Yet through the environmental conscious 
ness of Ansel Adams, one can evoke the place of 
photography and the history of nature in this pho 
tograph, Eucalyptus Tree, Fort Ross, California. 
A native of San Diego, Adam Arenson is a Ph.D. can 
didate in history at Yale University. His work concerns 
the intersections of American cultural history, the his 
tory of communication, and the history of westward 
expansion. His dissertation is tentatively titled "One 
Night Only: Politics, Culture, and Fate in the Perfor 
mances of St. Louis." 
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